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Abstract 
This research establishes an analysis of mood use in semi-spontaneous oral production in two varieties of Spanish. A total of 104 
adult monolingual native speakers of Spanish participated in the study (N=56 from Rosario, Argentina and N=48 from Toledo, 
Spain). Data were collected by means of a guided oral elicitation task. Results indicated vitality of subjunctive use among older
speakers (51-73 years old) in both regions. However, non-subjunctive forms were more frequent among younger speakers (18-30 
years old) in Rosario, while speakers in Toledo still favored the use of present subjunctive. This tendency was also evident in
middle-aged speakers. Overall, reduction of present subjunctive use among younger generations is more notorious in Rosario 
while subjunctive use appears more robust in Toledo. 
© 2015 The Authors. Published by Elsevier Ltd. 
Peer-review under responsibility of Universidad Pablo de Olavide. 
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1. Introduction 
Ample studies have reported on the non-categorical use of subjunctive, and the different behavioral patterns 
regarding mood alternation across varieties. While maintenance of subjunctive use has been observed in several 
regional varieties (Fernández-Ulloa & Portillo Mayorga, 2000; Gallego & Alonso Marks, 2014; Gudmestad, 2006, 
2010, 2012; Geeslin & Gudmestad, 2010; Kowal, 2007; Lastra & Butragueño, 2012), the predominance of non-
subjunctive forms in subjunctive-triggering contexts appears to be more prevalent in varieties of Spanish spoken in 
the U.S. (Lynch, 2000; Martínez Mira, 2009; Mikulski, 2010; Montrul, 2009; Silva-Corvalán, 1991, 1994, 2001). 
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However, varieties spoken outside of the U.S. (both in Spain and the Americas) have also displayed degrees of 
debilitation and prevalence of the indicative in contexts in which the subjunctive would be expected (Molina, 2008; 
Serrano Montesinos, 1992).  
This investigation seeks to elucidate mood use in Spain and Argentina by establishing the frequency of 
subjunctive forms produced orally by monolingual native speakers.  
2. Background  
While the majority of the recent findings pointing out to debilitation of subjunctive use appears to illustrate the 
patterns of change in varieties spoken in the U.S., the prevalence of non-subjunctive forms has also been identified 
among monolinguals of non-U.S. varieties. For instance, Molina (2008) reported occurrences of non-subjunctive 
forms among speakers of the northern Castilian region, in Spain. Results indicated that the conditional often occurs 
in the protasis of conditional sentences, a context in which subjunctive would be expected, as well as in other 
contexts where only indicative imperfect would be typically accepted. Similarly, Serrano Montesinos (1992) found 
occurrences of non-subjunctive forms in subjunctive-triggering contexts when carrying out a comparative analysis 
of varieties spoken in Venezuela, Mexico and Tenerife. In this study, Serrano Montesinos elucidates changes in the 
mood alternation patterns and indicates the use of indicative forms in irrealis contexts and, in line with Molina 
(2008), Silva-Corvalán (1989) and Lavandera (1984), the frequent occurrence of the conditional in lieu of the 
subjunctive. Lavandera (1974) explains this phenomenon as a resource for the speaker to indicate a [-CONTRARY] 
situation. Additionally, Serrano Montesinos (1992) establishes a connection between some of the patterns observed 
in the Spanish American varieties, in comparison with what is observed in the Canary Islands. With regard to 
constructions observed in the Canary Islands, Serrano Montesinos points out to phenomena such as: the duplication 
of imperfect subjunctive in both protasis and apodosis mainly among older speakers, the use of the indicative instead 
of the subjunctive in speakers of all ages and socioeconomic backgrounds. In younger generations, the duplication 
of conditional in the protasis and apodosis of conditional clauses could also determine the extension of this 
phenomenon to future generations. This indicates an overall trend, both in the Canary Islands and the American 
varieties analyzed, leading towards a more prominent use of indicative forms in subjunctive-triggering contexts.    
Contrarily, subjunctive vitality has also been reported in both Spanish and Spanish American varieties. Lastra and 
Butragueño (2012) found that complement clauses with subjunctive in the present tense were the most frequent 
constructions in which the subjunctive was used, particularly among young, educated women. The subjunctive was 
also found vital among native speakers that emigrated to the U.S. as adults (Geeslin & Gudmestad, 2010; 
Gudmestad, 2010). However, Geeslin and Gudmestad (2010) found that in a total of 8,716 tokens produced during 
an oral elicitation interview, subjunctive forms were significantly less frequent and represented a total of 6.7% (586 
tokens). 
3. The study 
This research seeks to establish whether the use of present subjunctive in complement clauses in oral semi-
spontaneous contexts is found stable in the two regional varieties analyzed. While the oral elicitation task is 
designed to trigger complement clauses of various types, this study focuses on volitional constructions for they were 
found to be consistent, prevalent, and stable across varieties, as well as the subjunctive constructions that display 
higher levels of frequency (Gudmestad, 2006, 2010; Silva-Corvalán, 1994).  
3.1. Participants  
Participants were men and women between 18 to 72 years of age from Toledo, Spain and Rosario, Argentina. 
Only those participants who identified themselves as monolingual and reported having lived in their respective 
regions for the past 17 years were included in the analysis.  
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3.2. Data collection and analysis  
Data were collected by means of an oral elicitation task that was administered face-to-face. Before recording the 
conversation, participants were informed of the nature of the research and were provided with two written 
instruments: a demographic questionnaire and the prompt for the task. The prompt included a scenario to help the 
participants imagine themselves in a particular situation. It also included five complement clause-triggering 
questions, which were also designed to trigger the use of subjunctive. The prompt was adapted to reflect dialectal 
differences in reference to voseo or tuteo so that participants in each given region would be able to relate to the 
situation presented to them.  
For the data analysis, participants were categorized in three age groups (18-30, 31-50, and 51-73). The utterances 
produced were analyzed independently. Since the prompt included a total of five questions, each question was 
considered a subjunctive triggering context. When the question was answered with a complement clause using the 
subjunctive in the present tense, one full point was assigned. After the first coding round, the total of five tokens was 
categorized and each time a question was answered with non-subjunctive forms the tokens were coded for 
alternative constructions. After establishing the most frequent constructions exemplified in 1, 2 and 3 below, 
frequency of alternative constructions was also established.  
1. Le recomiendo que encuentre otro trabajo lo antes posible.
I recommend that he find [SUBJ 3rdPRESENT] another job as soon as possible.  
2. Le sugiero renunciar.
I suggest him/her to quit. 
3. Le diría que pidiera una entrevista con el jefe. 
I would say that he request [SUBJ 3rdPAST] an appointment with his boss.  
4. Results  
Descriptive statistics indicate that the use of present subjunctive in complement clauses was found stable and 
vital in older speakers (51-73 years old) in both regions. The significant less frequency of subjunctive forms used 
among younger speakers points to debilitation. This trend is considerably more apparent in Rosario, than in Toledo. 
The frequency of subjunctive occurrences is graphically illustrated in Fig. 1.  
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Subjunctive debilitation in younger speakers is not only evidenced by the low frequency of subjunctive use, but 
also by the use of alternatives that might or might not be semantically equivalent. Noteworthy is the fact that the low 
frequency of subjunctive forms does not point to a non-target use, given that the alternative constructions are also 
target-like. We do not observe a higher frequency of indicative in contexts in which subjunctive would be expected, 
which has been typically noted as a mood alternation pattern among heritage speakers (Lynch, 2000; Martínez Mira, 
2009; Mikulski, 2010; Montrul, 2009; Silva-Corvalán, 1991, 1994, 2001). In order to further establish potential new 
mood alternation patterns or alternative constructions, utterances produced by participants in instances in which they 
appeared to be replacing complement clauses with present subjunctive, were analyzed separately to establish their 
frequency as well. Each utterance that did not include a complement clause with present subjunctive was 
categorized. Two alternative constructions were prevalent: constructions with infinitive and hypothetical 
constructions.  
In order to establish interactions between utterance type, age, gender and region, a repeated-measure ANOVA 
(Analysis of Variance), with utterance (3 types) as the within factor, and age (3 levels), gender (2 levels), and region 
(2 levels) as the between factor was performed. Overall results indicate that the main effect of utterance was 
significant, F(2, 184) = 59.026, p < .001, partial eta2 = .391. All interactions were significant, this is, the interaction 
between utterance, age, and region was significant, F(4, 184) = 3.196, p = .014, Partial Eta2 = .065. Fig. 2 bellow 
illustrates the frequency of alternative constructions.  
Fig. 2. Frequency of alternative constructions. 
The constructions that appeared to replace the use of subjunctive in complement clauses are target-like and do not 
indicate a new pattern of mood alternation. In our findings, the use of hypothetical constructions, while less 
frequent, could be considered more equivalent on the basis of their non-assertiveness. As with subjunctive, the non-
assertive nature of hypothetical constructions also maintains the non-commitment of the speaker to the true value of 
the utterance.  
Constructions with infinitive were the most frequent alternative among the majority of the speakers in both 
regions. Both finite and non-finite options are accepted across varieties. This has been defined as infinitive / 
subjunctive co-occurrence (Serrano, 2004) and it is executed based also on communicative-functional factors. 
Regarding our findings, the nature of the prompt guaranteed less ambiguity given that it was understood the 
participants was addressing a particular friend, and therefore, the agent and the recipient were either explicit or 
could be inferred by context. In most cases, when a construction with infinitive was used to respond to a 
complement clause-triggering question, it did not indicate a drastic semantic change. For instance, 4 and 5 are 
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4. Primero, le sugiero que hable con los compañeros.
First, I suggest that talk [SUBJ 3rdPRESENT] with his coworkers.  
Utterance 4 could be replaced by an utterance such as Primero, le sugiero hablar con los compañeros, and it 
would not represent a substantial semantic change. By the same token, utterance 5 could be replaced by Le sugiero 
que consulte con recursos humanos, without rendering any meaning loss.  
5. Le sugiero consultar con recursos humanos.
I suggest him to consult with human resources. 
However,  
6. Recomiendo que lea el manual de empleado.
I recommend that read [SUBJ 1st, 2nd, 3rdPRESENT] the employee handbook.  
In this case, while the agent in the matrix is clear, the agent in the complement clause has to be inferred by 
context. This is possible with utterances found in our data, given that the speaker is describing a scenario in which 
him/herself and a fictitious friend are involved. If this utterance were to be analyzed without information about the 
context in which it was produced, the absence of a clitic determines a higher level of ambiguity concerning the agent 
in the complement clause. The ambiguity is higher in 7, in which the recommendation is general and could apply to 
any employee in any given case.  
7. Recomiendo leer el manual de empleado.
I recommend to read (reading) the employee handbook  
Therefore, while the finite and non-finite forms appear to be syntactically interchangeable, they could present 
different degrees of semantic change or maintenance.   
5. Conclusion  
The present study examined the frequency of subjunctive use in complement clauses by monolingual native 
speakers in Toledo, Spain and Rosario, Argentina. The subjunctive was found vital among older speakers in both 
regions. In Toledo, subjunctive use was also robust among middle-aged participants, and somewhat debilitated 
among younger speakers. The patterns for speakers in Rosario are quite different. While subjunctive was also found 
robust among older speakers, it was significantly debilitated among middle-aged participants and nearly reduced 
among younger speakers. This is, young and middle-aged participants in Rosario used alternative non-subjunctive 
forms more frequently. Therefore, an overall reduction of present subjunctive use among younger generations in 
Rosario, and vitality in every age group in Toledo is observed.  
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